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ABSTRACT
Simulation games originate from strategic, sce-
nario-based planning; they are playful, interactive 
and participatory methods or formats designed to 
train multiple competences, ranging from simple, 
instantly performed role plays to complex simu-
lations lasting several days or weeks. Simulation 
games either focus on prototypal imitations of real/
existing situations or events (simulation), or ad-
dress archetypal scenarios of fundamental prob-
lems or conflicts (planspiel). In academic contexts 
simulation games become increasingly popular 
and relevant. They appeal to our gaming nature as 
homo ludens; they call for an essential academic 
freedom to act; and they provide novel, innovative 
and adaptive learning arrangements. 
Keywords: simulation game, planspiel, format, 
method, academic
Simulation games are increasingly conquering 
academic contexts, for good reasons, of course. 
First, they appeal to our gaming nature as homo 
ludens. Second, they call for that freedom that has 
been lost over the last Bologna decades of strictly 
unitized curricula in academia. Third, they provide 
novel, innovative and adaptive learning arrange-
ments which purposefully deviate from conven-
tional formats of teaching.
What exactly are simulation games? Simulation 
games originate from strategic, scenario-based 
planning; as the term alludes, they are playful, in-
teractive and participatory methods or formats de-
signed to train multiple competences. They range 
from simple, instantly performed role plays to com-
plex simulations lasting several days or weeks. 
Simulation games comprise a dual bias of either 
focusing on a prototypal imitation of real/existing 
situations or events, including one-to-one-corre-
spondence of stakeholders, settings, structures 
and processes (simulation), or addressing an ar-
chetypal scenario of basic/fundamental problems 
or conflicts, including creative role development, 
impartial rule-making and problem-solving with-
out presupposing any prescribed approaches or 
desired results (planspiel). Both forms do have 
their strengths and specific merits, subject to rath-
er process- or content-oriented accounts of learn-
ing, respectively.
The following snapshots are based on multiple 
experiences and long-term expertise of concep-
tualizing and facilitating simulation games in ac-
ademic, civic-education and corporate contexts. 
Considerations shared in this particular case pri-
marily apply to university-level institutions. They 
are thoroughly intuitive and ad hoc, thus, far from 
claiming to be fully elaborated and exhaustive in 
terms of scientific embeddedness and analytical 
reasoning. In fact, these reflections are rather in-
tended as kind of general checklist for both estab-
lished and greenhorn simulation-game performers 
with high-flying ambitions. Items are not catego-
rized according to priority, but simply sorted in al-
phabetical order. Contacting the author for making 
annotations, sharing experiences and expressing 
critique is appreciated and most welcome!
Assessment: Avoid marking of simulation-game 
performance. In most cases, assignments are par-
ticularly important in view of evaluation. General-
ly speaking, qualitative assessment, i.e. graded 
credit points, is not advised in the simulation-game 
context, because it is potentially suited to inhibit 
creative development and desired dynamics sub-
ject to social expectancy and norm compliance. A 
viable, subsidiary solution to be envisaged alter-
natively, if marking is required by study and exam-
ination regulations, is to exclusively grade written 
accounts according to the constructive-alignment 
principle of underlying criteria. Portfolios, for in-
stance, are considered most suitable to both doc-
ument process and assess results.
Briefing: Invest time and resources in introducto-
ry and debriefing sessions. Briefings are eminent 
parts of mutual expectation management. Start-
ing to explain what simulation games are, how 
they are classified and categorized, what poten-
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tial outcomes might look like, and which stakes 
facilitators have in this specific context, helps to 
build trust in a novel/unprecedented and unfamil-
iar learning-teaching assignment. Given a three-
fold structure of briefing, simulating/gaming and 
debriefing, a ratio of 1/4 – 2/4 – 1/4 of allocated 
time is recommended.
Buy-in: Be sure to have sufficient institutional go. 
This reaches far beyond providing adequate re-
sources. Just paying lip service to a fashionable 
format frequently happens, but will not help to suc-
cessfully establish simulation games within the in-
stitution in the long run. For this reason, honest 
advocacy and stewardship needs to be affirmed 
through effective dialoguing. Promising signs are 
problem-solving and service-oriented attitudes; 
conversely, beware of problem-centred and in-
flexible mind-sets of people not or less affiliated 
or committed to simulation games. In addition, try 
to avoid too much of anticipated thinking, in par-
ticular expounding reasons beforehand why this or 
that might not work. Gaming, even though in pres-
tigious academic contexts, ultimately remains an 
adventure with opportunities and jeopardies, of 
course. In a nutshell, no risk no fun.
Coaching: Leave participants long leash to de-
sign settings according to their needs. Simulation 
games are open formats that explicitly encour-
age proper rule-making. Hence, facilitators are re-
quested to take the role as coaches rather than 
referees or institutional arbitrators. The advisory 
bystander might be an appropriate symbol to char-
acterize one’s role. Note that it is precisely for the 
very reason of preventing facilitators from poten-
tial role conflicts as assessors that grading ought 
to be abandoned. In order to call for utmost au-
tonomy, consultancy should be an option upon re-
quest, only. Just few milestone events deduced 
and expected from the scenario should be com-
municated in advance. The constituent notion of a 
flexible, adaptive, and literally resilient design ap-
proach should remain undisguised, unspoiled and 
fully perceivable, however.
Course of action: Familiarise participants with 
scenario-induced milestones. The golden rule of 
simulation-games’ introduction is to explain only 
as many steps in advance as required for man-
aging the subsequent assignments, stages or 
events. Therefore, there is always the challenge 
of being too comprehensive and anticipating, as 
an analytically-trained academic, in particular. 
Thus, whenever possible, keep it sound and sim-
ple. Stay flexible and refrain from imposing your 
intended agenda on the simulation-game context. 
That is why, certain imperturbability and tolerance 
of ambiguity for simulation-game facilitators is ex-
ceedingly recommended.
Curricula: Refer to study and examination guide-
lines and regulations when conceptualizing simu-
lation games. In the meantime, the gaming format 
has found its way into respective study documents 
in many cases. Some require certain creative in-
terpretation of turning conventional lectures or 
seminars into an interactive workshop format of 
simulation game. If applicable, insist on adapting 
respective regulations in view of favourable simu-
lation-game requirements in the course of amend-
ments.
Documentation: Consider methodologically 
sound ways of documenting processes and re-
sults of the simulation game. In the case of negoti-
ation scenarios a fourfold e-portfolio is considered 
viable, comprising a policy paper, a strategy pa-
per, a negotiation report and a reflecting paper, in-
cluding the negotiated draft/document, if accord-
ed, of course.
Facilitation: Be clear about the managing team 
arrangement. Facilitators should be talents in fa-
cilitation techniques, rather than nerds in discipli-
nary expert knowledge. A tandem constellation is 
recommended for twofold reasons: From an inter-
nal point of view teams of two are most likely to 
enable synergetic, targeted and collaborative bar-
gaining, since simulation games due to desired 
volatility in their course of action frequently require 
ad-hoc decision in return-pass play; from an exter-
nal perspective team unity is important in order to 
reduce communicative disaccord among the par-
ticipants by coming up with only few contact per-
sons/addressees for consultancy and possible as-
sessment.
Matching: Take unconventional steps to distribute 
roles according to the scenario. Some colleagues 
consider part finding and profile matching an ac-
ademic end in itself. There is some reason not to 
overdo it. The first-come-first-served principle is 
the easiest way to quickly form teams, including 
the charming effects of bargaining and situational 
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surprise. Team configurations are likely to be more 
heterogeneous. Another option is to rely on vol-
untary team-building in advance. This can possi-
bly re-activate successful team-play pursuant the 
never-change-a-winning-team principle, but may 
also lead to social exclusion in the worst case. The 
fact of being aware of the manifold disruptions in 
matching teams, e.g. in terms of fair team play, 
distribution of workload, motivation, free-riders, is 
automatically part of the game. Silently and intui-
tively counterbalancing those disavowals through 
adequate facilitation techniques is the ultimate 
challenge. For the sake of the dynamic interaction 
paradigm, sanctions and interventions should be 
means of last resort, only. Thus, refrain from the 
temptations to interfere early, since withdrawal is 
much more risky or difficult, including loss of face 
and coaching authority.
Networks: Try to embed your simulation-game 
activities into corresponding frameworks. Strategic 
alliances are important to create momentum, to 
establish institutional buy-in and to provide consul-
tancy, above all. Gaming associations both at na-
tional (SAGSAGA) and international (ISAGA) lev-
el feel obliged to advocate simulation games by 
enhancing visibility in public, providing conceptual 
and organizational guidance, or offering continu-
ing trainings through workshops, conferences and/
or informal get-togethers. That community-based 
approach vitalizes, fosters synergies, and emerg-
es new horizons for both successfully implement-
ing and evolving the format further.
Platform: Chose an appropriate tool and/or pro-
vider to accompany simulation-game activities. 
Web-based platforms with membership-regulat-
ed access are first choice for blended-learning de-
signs that incorporate fancy e-teaching/learning 
elements, such like blogging, audience-response 
systems, webinars, online conferencing, digital 
coverage/reporting etc.
Resources: Openly discuss terms and conditions 
beforehand. Fair remuneration for facilitators is 
certainly not the one and only, most important as-
pect, however it constitutes a pivotal element of 
the whole learning-teaching arrangement. Relying 
on a supportive and agile back office is particu-
larly preferable and attractive to free-lance facili-
tators usually not disposing of institutional access 
in terms of additional resources. This applies to 
professional event management above all, since 
simulation games require specific settings. Organ-
izational-improvisational talent is certainly a fun-
damental prerequisite for game facilitators; prag-
matic, co-operative institutional commitment and 
advocacy are established assets. Funding parts 
of the simulation game, for instance, may positive-
ly contribute to its motivation and final success. In 
this respect, addressing networks of potential do-
nors in academia, corporations, foundations and/
or non-profit organizations can constitute an asset 
to favourably pimp up the whole format.
Scenario: Describe your setting as concise and 
tangible as possible. The scenario technique cer-
tainly constitutes the pivotal point of the whole set-
up. Unlike classic simulations, the situational fram-
ing in the context of simulation games (planspiel) 
must be focused in order to set the course of ac-
tion, but at the same time fictitious enough in order 
to keep the liberty for self-determined action in line 
with the role profile. The tight-rope walk consists 
of overcoming the temptation of being too limiting. 
In contrast, structuring the scenario around focal 
aspects might help. Simulation games are usually 
cross-cutting, i.e. involving multiple scientific disci-
plines. This enriching factor must consciously be 
taken advantage of without compromising the sim-
ulation-game agenda in a biased way.
Stakeholder: Define the role of external and in-
ternal stakeholders in advance. This applies to 
motivation, related interest/stake, needs, support 
or exerting power/influence. Keep an eye on in-
cluding only these stakeholders into the simula-
tion-game layout that will potentially boost it; in 
contrast, get rid of or kick out those that are like-
ly to negatively interfere with objectives or trying 
to even annihilate them. Naysayers, habitual no-
torious sceptics or indecisive person should rath-
er opt for a different format. Attending participants 
and affiliated institutions are considered as inter-
nal stakeholders. In addition, there are always ex-
ternal stakeholders, either accessible or hidden, 
that need to be taken care of. Identify the strategic 
win-win potential of systematically addressing ex-
ternal stakeholders and closely communicate re-
sulting intentions and reciprocal expectations. Be 
SEITE 87
›  SNAPSHOTS ON SIMULATION GAMES IN ACADEMIC CONTEXTS
aware of the fact that establishing close collabo-
ration may be time-consuming, undetermined and 
open-ended. Gained synergies must therefore 
outweigh the co-ordinating efforts.
Teams: Think of how to compose the required role 
profiles. According to group theory and by experi-
ence a group size of three team members is op-
timal. Sometimes, extraordinary workload, par-
ticularly with respect to leadership roles, requires 
increasing the number of participants per role pro-
file; however, keep in mind the trade-off between 
additional co-ordination and productivity gains. 
Strategically orchestrate the casting; refrain from 
being too sophisticated in role-distribution and 
subtly restrict too much of picky bargaining and 
fussy haggling among the participants. From a 
role-thinking point of view, each participant ought 
to principally be in the position of performing any 
role profile without major restrictions. Of course, 
certain case-sensitivity is needed for whatever ex-
ceptions.
Visibility: Feel encouraged in making your simu-
lation-game experiences available to the informed 
public. Disengaging the innovative format from 
purely academic contexts may result from focused 
public relations. Marketing initiatives are appreci-
ated and at best concerted with institutional part-
ners. Late-breaking topics, attractive venues, col-
laborating institutions and committed participants 
represent the perfect media to advertise and ad-
vocate the simulation-game format in first place, 
the participating institutions in second place, and 
the relevance of the issue in third place. To be 
clear, simulation gamers are neither the better 
marketing professionals nor high-performing bro-
kers, notwithstanding, a sense of outreaching mis-
sion is thoroughly valued.
Workload: Communicate the expected volume 
of work attributed to the simulation game. Shar-
ing and delegating workload among team mem-
bers is urgently necessary in order to prevent par-
ticipants from frustration and burn out. Explain, for 
instance, that five credit points correspond to 150 
hours of work per person. Very often participants 
are not aware of how much hour-based work is ac-
tually required. Short-term assets gained through 
exams in lectures or papers in seminars and work-
shops sometimes obstruct the view for expect-
ed commitment. Due to the structure of simula-
tion games, the workload is disparately distributed 
over the time period. Major investments in terms 
of workload need to be made at the initial and fi-
nal stage, i.e. role finding/creating and post-pro-
cessing.
